The paper presents findings of a study conducted among academic youth in over 30 European countries. The aim of the study was to find out students' opinions and attitudes towards the idea of sustainable development. Respondents' responses to the question concerning living in accordance with the principles of sustainable development have been analysed. When considering the variations in the answers provided to this question, attention was paid to the youth's nationality, which was generalised by grouping their home countries into three categories: EU15, EU28-15, outside of the EU. It has also been examined whether the variation in the responses was impacted by the level of education as declared in the survey section containing respondents' sociodemographic data, i.e. first-, second-or third-cycle studies. Variation in the responses by gender as well as by respondents' background and place of residence, i.e. city or rural area, has also been addressed. The data were obtained by means of a survey questionnaire developed in the English language and processed using pivot tables prepared in Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.
Introduction
The concept of sustainable development has for almost five decades been a subject of an in-depth analysis by commentators and representatives of scientific circles, becoming a domain of studies, discussions and exchange of opinions. The subject of sustainable development enjoys great popularity, although the popularity of this term has exceeded its significance and practical effectiveness (Boc J. et al., 2004) . Over years, new views have appeared on the idea of sustainable development and its role in shaping social attitudes. Many scholars even raise it in their works to the level of a modern paradigm (Borys T., 2011; Poskrobko B., 2013; Matysiak A., Strus M., 2015;  Poczta-Wajda A., Sapa A., 2017) .
In general terms, the philosophy of sustainable development boils down to combining two concepts: "growth" and "development" into a compatible whole. Based on discussion by Hulla (1992) , it can be assumed that "growth" is a quantitative increase in matter (in the economyincrease in goods and services), whereas "development" is a process of quantitative and qualitative transformations of such matter (in the economy -enabling extension of the existing possibilities or taking advantage of new ones). As an attempt to reconcile both these aspects, the concept of sustainable development proposes a qualitatively new form of a conscious, responsible individual and social life where development is adjusted to the environment -social and natural -taking into account ecological limitations and social expectations (Skowronski A., 2006) . It encompasses management of natural, economic and human resources, spatial management, institutional solutions, moral sphere, and building of awareness leading to choosing a specific model of life (Piontek B., 2002) . In essence, this concept formulates a new, environmentally optimal and socially satisfactory vision of the development of civilisation (Skowronski A., 2006) which however requires the society to Proceedings of the 2019 International Conference "ECONOMIC SCIENCE FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT" No 51 Jelgava, LLU ESAF, 9-10 May 2019 , pp. 208-214 DOI: 10.22616/ESRD.2019 understand and shape desirable relationships between the environment, economy and society (Dacko M., Plonka A., 2017) .
In order to shape social behaviours consistent with the postulate of intergenerational justice, (Agenda…, 2015) .
In Poland the principle of sustainable development was raised to the constitutional level and by way of the Act Environmental Law of 2001 an obligation was introduced to include the issues of sustainable development in core curricula of general education for all types of schools (Act Environmental Law..., 2001). However, it seems that the provisions of the act are still not reflected in the curricula adopted in education of Polish youth. An expert report on education for sustainable development in Poland eleven years later showed that the definition of sustainable development was difficult to understand for the society, and the guidelines on introducing education for sustainable development in schools, including in particular in universities, were very general and only applied to certain fields of studies (Ekspertyza… 2012). According to Lorek (2013) , the present system of higher education is characterised by an approach focused on narrow specialisations and isolation of the different scientific fields. The curricula often show an incorrect tendency to address economic, social and environmental aspects of sustainable development separately (Lorek A., 2013) . Cases of implementing a comprehensive educational programme reflecting the principles of sustainable development are still rare, and the issues of the natural environment have for years been overlooked and ignored in teaching and economic research, which makes it difficult to manage the relationships between the economy and the environment (Kielczewski D., Poskrobko T., 2009; Kielczewski D., Poskrobko T., 2010) . Against this background, it makes sense to consider the research problem/question posed by the authors of this work: what are the attitudes of European academic youth towards sustainable development and what determines the differences in these attitudes.
Material and the research method
In order to find the answer to the research problems adopted in this work, extensive research was conducted among a group of 1054 respondents, i.e. academic youth from over 30 European countries. The main research tool was an original survey questionnaire directed at students, prepared in the English language and containing sets of questions concerning, among other things, the interpretation of sustainable development, living in accordance with its principles, and individual actions taken by respondents to implement this idea. The questions contained in the questionnaire were both open-ended and close-ended. An overwhelming majority of them was obligatory, meaning that the respondent was not allowed to skip a question by failing to provide an answer to it. For Proceedings of the 2019 International Conference "ECONOMIC SCIENCE FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT" No 51 Jelgava, LLU ESAF, 9-10 May 2019 , pp. 208-214 DOI: 10.22616/ESRD.2019 .077 210 close-ended questions, a set of possible responses was provided, with their number depending on the type (content) of the question. Focusing on the key research aspects concerning academic youth's attitudes towards the idea of sustainable development as addressed in this paper, each respondent was asked, among other things, whether they try to live in accordance with the principles of sustainable development. As a response to the questions, 5 possible options, ordered on a descending scale, were provided: definitely yes, rather yes, neither yes nor no, rather not, definitely
not and one answer indicating lack of knowledge or opinion, i.e. I have No opinion. The issues were examined in terms of adopted determinants, i.e. by the group of European countries to which students belonged, level of education, background and place of residence as well as the gender criterion.
The research was conducted from April 2017 to January 2018. During the 9 months, the questionnaire was filled out by 754 respondents from EU countries and 300 people from outside of the EU. As the respondents represented various European countries, they were divided into three key groups, and then their responses were analysed to see if there were any variations between these groups. The group that for the purpose of this research was called "countries outside of the Due to the spatial coverage of the research, it was conducted exclusively in an electronic form, and the respondents were provided with a link to the survey questionnaire on Google Drive. Owing to the kindness and help of many lecturers from various academic facilities (both in the country and abroad), the survey questionnaire was spread among a large group of students. Many responses were obtained as a result of posting the questionnaire at the website homepage of a network of universities and other higher education institutions located in the region of the Baltic See, associated in the international network the Baltic University Programme. This organisation is focused on issues connected with sustainable development, both in the educational, scientific and practical aspects (Dacko M. et al., 2018) . Given the above, the findings of the research were not only assessed as satisfactory, but they also entitled the authors to make certain generalisations, although the sampling was not strictly random, but governed by the methods of "attaching and capturing on the way" known from the practice of marketing research (Kowal J., 1998) .
Research results and discussion
The awareness of and social attitudes towards the idea of sustainable development among
European youth may depend not only on EU membership, but also on how long the different countries have been functioning within EU structures. Following successive accessions, which took place in 1973, 1981, 1986, 1995, 2004, 2007 and 2013, 28 These assumptions were confirmed in the research findings. Living in accordance with the principles of sustainable development was most often declared by academic youth from the EU15 countries. In this group, as many as two thirds of the respondents gave a positive answer: "definitely yes" and "rather yes" (Table 1) . Compared to the other groups of respondents, the shares of those indifferent (21.4 %) and without an opinion (5.8 %) were the lowest. It is also worth noting that
No one in this group assessed their life as being in stark contrast to the principles of sustainable development. Interesting was the distribution of answers provided by representatives of the other two groups. Living in accordance with the principles of sustainable development was relatively more often declared by students from countries outside of the EU than the countries that have joined it since 2004 (Dacko M. et al., 2018) . Although the percentage of negative answers ("rather not" and "definitely not") was higher outside of the EU, respondents from the UE28-15 countries relatively more often expressed their indifference towards the principles of sustainable development or lack of opinion on that matter. Living in accordance with the principles of sustainable development was also related to the level of education: in all the groups of countries the percentage of positive answers ("definitely yes" and "rather yes") grew as the level of education increased (Table 2) . Academic youth representing the countries of the EU15 stood out -the percentage of the answers confirming living in accordance with the principles of sustainable development was markedly higher compared to the answers of the youth from the countries of the EU28-15 or countries outside of the EU. The effectiveness of the education Proceedings of the 2019 International Conference "ECONOMIC SCIENCE FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT" No 51 Jelgava, LLU ESAF, 9-10 May 2019 , pp. 208-214 DOI: 10.22616/ESRD.2019 designed to shape conscious attitudes among youth in the countries of the "old Union" was confirmed by the lack of the answer "definitely no" at all levels of education. Only among first-cycle students there was a small group of people who did not have an established opinion on the issue of living in accordance with the principles of sustainable development. The situation in the countries of the EU28-15 looked quite different. There, approximately every fifth surveyed student of first-and second-cycle studies declared lack of opinion, and every third -indifference towards sustainable development.
Compared to this group, the students from the countries outside of the EU have shown significantly more sensitivity to the postulates of sustainable development. Interesting were also the findings showing the attitudes towards sustainable development among academic youth from the European countries depending on their background and place of residence.
The question arises whether residents of rural areas are more likely to be more sensitive to the issues of sustainable development due to more contact with the nature compared to urban residents. Or maybe it is rural residents who feel greater need for sustainable development and want to implement it because they perceive threats to the environment and the nuisances of living in urbanised areas?
The authors are not familiar with findings of previous research that would allow them to take a clear position on that issue. Having said that it is worth reminding the experiences of the Chicago school -a current in empirical sociology that already the 1920s emphasised typically urban causes of social problems, such as overcrowded housing estates, high buildings and separation of residents from the nature, i.e. green parks, trees, garden squares or open areas (Wecławowicz G., 2003 , Tkocz J., 2005 .
Later research seemed to confirm these observations: in housing estates with a lot of greenery the number of crimes was on average half of that in housing estates with fewer trees and less greenery.
Living in a house surrounded by forests, meadows or in another natural environment contributed to improvement in children's perceptual abilities and generally improved their mental health. Thus, a well-preserved environment has not only an impact on a social subsystem. It is also of key importance to the economic subsystem (higher quality of life, better conditions for running an economic activity, increased interest in land and its prices, increased attractiveness in terms of tourism). Therefore, it seems that in rural areas -at least theoretically -sensitivity to the idea of sustainable development may be higher. However, in the research conducted by the authors, neither background ( and outside of the EU gave similar responses to men. It can be, however, noted that women slightly more often declared responses confirming behaviour consistent with the idea of sustainable development, and less often those contradicting such behaviour. However, they more often indicated lack of knowledge and lack of opinion in this area (Table 5 ). 
Conclusions
The verbalised concept of sustainable development still presents itself better in theory than in practice. A range of awareness-related, political and economic barriers stop actual efforts to implement this idea. What is needed is first of all good will on the part of intellectuals, politicians, economic strategists and ruling circles at all levels, from international organisations, to governments and economies of the individual countries, to local and regional authorities. There is also a need for continuous intellectual development leading to a better understanding of this concept and development in people of awareness and responsibility for the living environment and further development of civilisation.
Undoubtedly, education plays a very important role in the process of implementing sustainable development. The surveys have shown that the youth receiving university level education in the countries of the "old Union" was markedly more sensitive to the need to live in accordance with the principles of sustainable development.
Encouraging was the fact that as the level of education increased, awareness of sustainable development grew. However, youth's attitudes may be a cause for optimism only in the case of students of doctoral studies, which are undertaken by only a small percentage of young people.
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